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Couple Time: Marital Quality and the Timing of Fatherhood Marriage is the domain most studied in investigations of the transition to parenthood. Change in marital quality, often defined as marital satisfaction, conflict, and coalition (Erel & Burman, 1995) , has been the focus of numerous empirical investigations in psychology and sociology. LeMasters' (1957) study and subsequent journal article, "Parenthood as a crisis," seems to have been news indeed and inspired a cascade of research investigations, including numerous dissertations (Cowan, Cowan, Heming, Garrett, Coysh, Curtis-Boles, & Boles, 1985) . The shift from husband-wife dyad to family triad exposes the spousal relationship to challenges as domestic and work roles are ripe for change and opportunities for interaction -and conflict -increase. But, is decline in marital quality inevitable as couples become parents? In 1963, Dyer countered LeMasters' declaration of parenthood as a "crisis" or "critical event." The conclusions reached after several decades of research that commenced in the 1950s strongly suggested that parenthood is a very real challenge for some couples, but that not all couples became more dissatisfied with their marriage because of the baby (Cowan & Cowan, 1988) . For a non-trivial proportion of couples, the advent of parenthood is associated with either stability in marital satisfaction or increased satisfaction (e.g., Feldman, 1971; Cowan & Cowan, 1995) .
Is the oft-cited decline in marital satisfaction following the birth of the first child (e.g., Cowan et al., 1985; Belsky & Rovine, 1990) due to the baby, due to prenatal levels of marital quality, or is it an artifact of the "courtship" or "honeymoon high" that cushions newly married couples' levels of satisfaction through the first few years together (Belsky, Gilstrap, & Rovine, 1984; Huston, McHale, & Crouter, 1986) ? The available data, which are extensive, suggest that the decline in marital satisfaction following childbirth is determined by multiple factors. A well-designed longitudinal study that followed couples over the first eight years of marriage provided evidence for childbirth as a catalyst for marital decline: the researchers identified a sudden drop-off in marital relationship quality after childbirth and couples who did not have children had a more gradual deterioration in relationship quality (Doss, Rhoades, Stanley, & Markman, 2009 ). Another study provided evidence for lower marital quality at the end of the first year postbirth more so than at three months (Shapiro, Gottman, & Carrere, 2000) . In that study, wives who reported higher marital satisfaction were more likely to become mothers within the first 4-6 years of their marriage, suggesting that the marital satisfaction experienced by these women had "farther to fall" (Shapiro et al., 2000) . A longitudinal study of first-time fathers by Condon, Boyce, and Corkindale (2004) also detected a low point at the end of the first year postbirth. They reported deterioration at the level of a moderate effect in the couple relationship over the first postpartum year. The non-trivial nature of the decline in marital satisfaction by the end of the first year is supported by meta-analytic findings. A meta-analysis of 37 studies that tracked couples from pregnancy to after the birth of a first child concluded that there were small significant declines in marital satisfaction for men and women from pregnancy through 11 months after birth; effect sizes were moderate for the five studies that followed parents until 14 months after birth (Mitnick, Heyman, & Smith Slep, 2009 ).
Cross-sectional research indicates that individuals with young children are significantly less satisfied than those without children (Orbush, House, Mero, & Webster, 1996) . When examined from a life course perspective, marital quality swings up again later in life, once children have left the home (Glenn, 1990) . Reduced work and parental responsibilities account for much of the later life "recovery" or increases in marital satisfaction (Orbush et al., 1996) . Does this mean that parenthood is in large part to blame for marital dissatisfaction in middle age, or is the decline due to the passage of time (Belsky & Pensky, 1988) , part of a normative, developmental process in long-term relationships (Kurdek, 1993) ?
